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CHAPTER XLIII
THE GREAT GOLD RUSH

UNTIL the middle of the nineteenth century Australia, or such
parts of it as were then explored, had been a purely pastoral
and agricultural country, and in spite of drought and flood, the
two great terrors of the Australian colonist, had arrived at
a quiet but substantial prosperity, full of promise for the
future. Every year new districts were being settled upon by
ambitious 'squatters,1 who reared immense herds of sheep
and cattle upon the rolling downs of New South Wales and
Victoria, and every year increasing numbers of men and
women from ' the old country' came out to found new homes
in a land where there was elbow-room for everyone, and plenty
to spare. There is no doubt that if life in Australia had con-
tinued upon these lines, peacefully and quietly progressing as
an agricultural and pastoral country, it would still have been
one of the most favoured parts of the British Empire.

But in 1851 a new era began in the history of Australia
which entirely changed its fortunes and its character with a
sudden and startling revolution. In that year a discovery was
made which directed the attention of the colonists, and, indeed,
of the whole world, not to the wealth which might be gained
by slow and steady industry from the fertile soil or the grass-
covered downs, but to a vast treasure which could be dug out
by pick and shovel from the rocky ground of gullies. The
shout of * Gold!' resounded from the hoarse throats of men
excited by a vision of sudden wealth. The glamour of gold
was soon to dazzle the eyes of adventurers from every part of
the world, and to entice them to the Southern colonies with
an irresistible attraction.

It was a man named Edward Hargraves who first unearthed?
the great secret   He had gone out to California to try his
at the-diggings, where so many fortunes were being made